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Franz Liszt's musical exchange with ?the Mighty Handful?: A consideration of the musical connection 
between Liszt and Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov focusing on their common scales
Yasuko NOHARA
?This work studies the musical exchange between Franz Liszt (1811–1886) and the Russian composers 
called ?the Mighty Handful? (Mily Balakirev, Aleksandr Borodin, César Cui, Modest Mussorgsky, and 
Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov) from the 1860s to the 1880s. First, the context of the exchange is shown by 
referring to their letters and writings. Second, the relationship between Liszt and Rimsky-
Korsakov(1844–1908) is examined closely. As this work focuses on their use of special scales (octatonic and 
whole-tone scales), the context and background in which they employed these scales in their composition are 
traced, and the manner by which they use them in their works are examined. Findings show that their works 
possibly stimulated each other?s creative activity. 
?Beginning in 1864, Mily Balakirev, who studied Liszt?s works ardently, often conducted them at concerts 
held by the Free Music School in Petersburg, where Balakirev served as a director. On learning of Balakirev?s 
treatment of his works and of the esteem for them by Balakirev?s colleagues, Liszt also began to express 
interest in contemporary Russian musicians and their opuses. Liszt appreciated pieces composed by the 
Mighty Handful, and recommended to the directors of Allgemeiner Deutscher Musikverein (ADMV) to 
include them in the concert programs of annual music festivals. Under these circumstances, Cui and Borodin 
visited Liszt in Weimar in the late 1870s. Balakirev expressed in his letters to Liszt his esteem for the latter 
and dedicated his symphonic poem Tamara to Liszt, even planning to invite Liszt to Petersburg in 1886. 
However, this plan could not be realized because of Liszt?s death. Therefore, Balakirev, Mussorgsky, and 
Rimsky-Korsakov did not have the opportunity to meet Liszt. 
?In the 1860s, Rimsky-Korsakov became acquainted with Liszt?s works through Balakirev, his mentor. 
Rimsky-Korsakov assumed the directorship of the Free Music School when Balakirev resigned, and served 
from 1874 to 1881. During these years, he conducted Liszt?s works, such as the oratorio Christ S. 3 and 
symphonic poem Hamlet S. 104. Meanwhile, Liszt had detailed knowledge of Rimsky-Korsakov?s several 
works through scores presented to him by the publishers Wassily Bessel and Daniel Rahter. Liszt found 
Rimsky-Korsakov to be remarkably talented, and highly esteemed his musical tableau Sadko op. 5 and 
symphonic suite Antar op. 9. Both works were played at ADMV?s annual festivals at Liszt?s recommendation.
?In composing Sadko and Antar in his twenties, Rimsky-Korsakov developed his original musical 
expression. In these works, he used octatonic (eight tones consisting of alternating semitones and whole 
tones) and whole-tone scales to draw fantastic figures and worlds. In Sadko, for example, he related the 
octatonic scale to an emperor of the sea and his undersea kingdom. Referring to the use of the octatonic scale 
in Sadko, Rimsky-Korsakov drew a parallel with the whole-tone scale used in Glinka?s opera Ruslan and 
Lyudmila. The sound of the octatonic scale is included in Liszt?s works as well, such as Sonetto 104 del 
Petrarca S. 270a/1 and Dante Symphony S. 109, although Rimsky-Korsakov himself did not refer to these. As 
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Rimsky-Korsakov earlier composed works under the mentorship of Balakirev, by whom he was familiarized 
with Liszt?s works, he could have possibly absorbed spontaneously such sound from Liszt?s works.
?Since the late 1870s, as Liszt sought non-tonal sounds, he also employed these two scales in his piano 
pieces. For example, he used the octatonic scale in 4. Mephisto-Walzer: Bagatelle ohne Tonart S. 216a and 
Trauermarch S. 206/2, and the whole-tone scale in Erhebet eure Herzen S. 163/7 and Unstern! Sinistre S. 
208. As mentioned above, the octatonic scale is included in Liszt?s earlier works, whereas the whole tone scale 
is used in the closing section ?Magnificat? of Dante Symphony. In these later piano works, Liszt employed 
these scales to produce non-tonal sounds. Meanwhile, as noted above, the musical exchange between Liszt 
and Russian composers began prior to Liszt?s these later works. In 1873, Liszt referred to Rimsky-Korsakov?s 
Sadko in his letter to Bessel. According to Borodin, when he visited Liszt in 1877, Liszt highly appreciated 
Sadko and Antar, which were played at ADMV?s annual festivals at Liszt?s recommendation. In his 
conversation with Borodin and Cui, Liszt complained about the lack of fresh ideas in the German musical 
world around him and expressed his deep sympathy for works composed by the Mighty Handful. Hence, 
Rimsky-Korsakov?s original musical expression through the use of the scales could have impressed Liszt 
deeply.
?Thus, concerning the use of common scales by both Liszt and Rimsky-Korsakov, the two composers could 
have inspired each other. Finding ?fresh ideas? and ?potentiality? in the Russian musical world, Liszt 
himself, in his words, ?threw his javelin into the indefinite space of the future.? 
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